subject in 2014 even neglected to use the term, preferring instead the euphemism 'molecular breeding' . This might seem surprising given the Chinese government's intolerance of dissent on some issues. But GM technology is seen as a less politically controversial topic, and one with more flexibility for public opinion to steer policy. As a result, China's GM-crop-planting areas have declined since the late 1990s. Brazil and India now grow more GM crops than China. Funding has also been cut: money for major GM-seed cultivation programmes was cut to 400 million yuan (US$63 million) in 2013, down from 2 billion yuan in 2010.
Although China imports substantial amounts of GM productsmaize (corn) and soya bean among them -it grows only cotton and papaya commercially. Cultivation of GM staple food crops, including rice, is banned, despite the government declaring in 2009 that two GM rice varieties were safe to grow. The new central document does not introduce specific policies or commitments to boost GM cultivation. These are likely to come later, from specific government agencies. But the decree is an important and influential signal of the state's intentions. Similar documents issued in the early 1980s, for example, accelerated land reforms, and catalysed the dismantling of Mao Zedong's collective ownership of farms. This is widely seen as the start of broader changes in Chinese society, from a planned to a market-based economy.
China needs a similar shift in its attitudes to GM. Despite their enthusiasm for GM technology, and their awareness of its importance for domestic agriculture and food production, the Chinese authorities have so far failed to weigh in on the very public debate over its safety. But it now looks as though that will change.
Most scientists in China work directly or indirectly for the government. Traditionally, these researchers have not been given, or been encouraged to take on, any broader social duties or responsibilities. The latest step could see Chinese scientists talking to the public about GM, as part of a wider effort to overturn scepticism and hostility.
The popularity of social-media sites such as WeChat, which has around 400 million registered users in China, and Weibo (the Chinese version of Twitter) gives researchers a new way to enter into genuine and respectful dialogue over the true risks and benefits of GM. If China is to make good on its intentions to boost its GM efforts, then more scientists speaking up is a good place to start. ■ WORLD VIEWA personal take on events
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